AmericanFoundation 

ForTHEBLIND  inc. 


WEST  16tti  STREET 
SEW  YORK,  N.Y^  10011 


Sight  by  Faith  ^^\/l^Jo 

!!;ondensed  from  The  Forum 
Terence  Harrington 


E 


•S|VERYONE  has  heard  of  mi- 
raculous cures  of  paralysis 
induced  by  emotional  shock 
or  appeal  to  the  relic  of  a  saint. 
The  huge  mound  of  braces  and 
crutches  heaped  before  the  fa- 
mous Grotto  of  Lourdes  is  mute 
evidence  of  what  faith  can  and 
does  do  in  curing  "the  lame,  the 
halt,  and  the  blind."  The  power 
of  religious  faith  has  accomplished 
many  things  beyond  scientific 
understanding. 

There  is,  however,  another 
form  of  cure  by  faith,  exercised 
almost  daily  by  medical^men,  with- 
out benefit  of  religious  emotion. 
I  refer  to  the  treatment  of  the 
hysterically  blind  which  has  be- 
come a  recognized  part  of  scien- 
tific medicine. 

It  must  be  remembered  at  the 
outset  that  hysterical  blindness  is 
as  real  a  loss  of  vision  as  that  fol- 
lowing many  organic  diseases  of 
the  eye  or  brain.  And  it  is  more 
common  than  is  usually  supposed, 
increasing  sharply  during  periods 
of  mental  or  physical  stress,  such 
as  war  or  economic  depression. 
There  is  no    faking"  about  it. 

As  a  precipitating  factor  of 
hysterical  blindness  there  is  fre- 
quently present  some  "intolerable 
situation  "  in  the  afflicted  person's 
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life;  some  disagreeable  problem 
at  home  or  in  business  which  he 
has  been  unable  to  solve  or  cir- 
cumvent. Unconsciously  his  mind 
has  taken  this  drastic  way  out. 

The  diagnosis  of  hysteria  as  a 
cause  of  blindness  is  often  more 
difficult  than  its  cure.  The  con- 
scientious doctor  must  forever 
keep  in  mind  the  possibility  of  in- 
fection, tumor  or  injury,  and  only 
when  he  has  proved  beyond  all 
doubt  that  the  patient  is  not  suf- 
fering from  organic  disease  can 
he  proceed  to  diagnose  and  treat 
hysteria. 

Behef  in  the  possibility  of  cure 
is  the  first  requirement  of  success- 
ful treatment;  the  suflFerer  must 
be  made  to  believe  that  he  will 
get  well.  Once  this  implicit  faith 
is  secured,  the  actual  treatment 
may  take  almost  any  conceivable 
form.  Usually  it  is  a  shock  of  some 
kind. 

Mrs.  Meyerson  enters  the  eye 
dispensary  of  a  laifge  clinic.  She  is 
led  carefully  and  falteringly  across 
the  threshold  by  a  terrified  hus- 
band. It  develops  that  there  Was 
a  quarrel  at  breakfast  (and  that 
Mr.  Meyerson,  in  a  fit  of  anger, 
threw  a  cup  of  hbt'  coffee  across 
the  room  s^triki^ng  his  wife's  head. 
There  was  iriimediate  and  com- 
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plete  loss  of  vision.  Careful  in- 
quiry reveals  that  Mr.  Meyerson 
is  subject  to  frequent  and  violent 
rages;  and  that  his  wife  has  re- 
cently had  spells  during  which  her 
hands  and  feet  became  numb. 

Exhaustive  examinations  dis- 
close no  organic  cause  for  the 
blindness,  so  at  length  Mr.  and 
Mrs.  Meyerson  are  ushered  into  a 
small  room  where  a  young  doctor 
talks  to  them.  He  is  earnest,  sin- 
cere, serious.  Mrs.  Meyerson  can- 
not see  him  but  she  feels  a  timbre 
in  his  voice  that  quiets  her.  He  is 
teUing  her  that  she  will  see  again; 
that  the  hot  coffee  splashed  in  her 
eyes  caused  a  thin  film  to  form 
which  has  blotted  out  her  vision. 
This  film  is  easily  removed  (there 
is  a  calm  certainty  in  the  voice) 
by  means  of  a  delicate  burning  in- 
strument which  will  be  applied  to 
the  eye.  Unfortunately  this  op- 
eration hurts,  but  the  pain  only 
lasts  for  15  minutes  and  then  her 
vision  will  be  completely  restored. 
She  remonstrates  that  she  doesn't 
mind  a  little  pain  as  long  as  she 
can  see  again  and  her  husband,  in 
an  ecstasy  of  repentance,  swears 
that  he  will  never  be  angry  with 
her  again. 

After  some  preliminary  prep- 
aration the  doctor  gently  turns 
the  eyelids,  and  brushes  on  them  a 
solution  commonly  used  in  the 
treanmei^t  of  inflammation  of  the 
lids.  This  solution  gives  a  sharp 
burning  sensation  so  that  the 
eyes    are    involuntarily  tightly 


closed.  Gauze  pads  are  placed 
over  the  eyes  and  the  patient, 
who  is  wincing  with  pain,  is  told 
to  hold  them  for  the  few  minutes 
necessary  to  allay  the  burning. 
The  operation  has  been  performed 
and  Mrs.  Meyerson  is  told  that 
as  soon  as  the  pain  is  gone  she 
may  open  her  eyes.  She  is  cau- 
tioned to  do  this  slowly  as  the 
light  may  bother  her  at  first. 
There  is  no  mention  of  the  possi- 
bility of  failure  to  restore  her  sight. 

In  a  few  minutes  the  pain  be- 
gins to  subside,  and  cautiously 
the  patient  blinks  a  httle.  With  a 
cry  of  joy  she  sees  the  white  walls 
of  the  room,  the  chairs,  tables, 
her  husband.  She  is  again  a  nor- 
mal human  being. 

Simple.^  Yes,  in  this  instance. 
Dishonest?  Perhaps,  and  yet  the 
future  of  a  human  life  was  in  the 
balance.  Quackery?  Certainly,  if 
the  cure  alone  is  considered. 
Backed  up,  however,  by  the  care- 
ful exclusion  of  organic  disease  as 
a  basis  for  the  loss  of  vision,  it 
becomes  as  surely  a  part  of  scien- 
tific medicine  as  the  surgical  treat- 
ment of  cataract. 

Needless  to  say,  the  application 
of  the  solution  to  the  eyelids  had 
nothing  whatever  to  do  with  the 
restoration  of  sight  except  that  it 
served  as  a  mild  shock.  Faith  re- 
stored this  woman's  sight;  faith 
in  her  ability  to  get  well  and  be- 
lief in  the  doctor  who  told  her 
that  she  would  get  well. 

The  case  of  Mr.  Waite  is  not  so 


1937 


SIGHT  BY  FAITH 


35 


simple.  He  has  been  completely 
blind  for  about  a  year.  His  loss  of 
vision  came  on  gradually,  as  though 
a  dense  curtain  of  darkness  had 
slowly  closed  in  from  all  sides, 
until  finally  he  could  only  see 
straight  ahead,  as  if  looking  down 
the  barrel  of  a  gun.  Then,  and 
rather  suddenly,  even  this  sight 
was  gone  and  since  that  time  he 
has  been  unable  even  to  tell  night 
from  day.  He  is  a  man  of  afflu- 
ence, part  owner  of  a  prosperous 
business  of  whose  board  of  direc- 
tors he  was  chairman.  It  is  learned 
that  up  until  his  blindness  he  had 
been  working  far  too  hard,  and 
that  he  was  to  lose  the  chairman- 
ship of  directors  in  his  company 
at  about  the  time  of  the  onset  of 
his  trouble. 

Many  doctors  have  seen  him 
but  none  has  been  able  to  help 
him.  He  has  been  taken  by  friends 
to  faith  healers,  but  he  is  not  a 
religious  man  and  any  appeal  to  a 
divine  providence  has  been  half- 
hearted at  best.  On  two  occasions 
he  has  been  told  outright  that  his 
malady  is  hysterical  and  he  be- 
lieves this  to  be  true. 

Tests  show  that  when  a  beam 
of  light  is  thrown  into  the  eyes, 
the  pupils  contract  sharply  and 
in  a  normal  manner.  But  he  can- 
not even  distinguish  light  from 
dark.  Somehow  a  light  stimulus 
must  be  reaching  the  higher  cen- 
ters of  the  brain,  but  once  there, 
it  is  not  recorded  in  the  conscious 
mind. 


Mr.  Waite  is  a  reasonable  and 
logical-minded  individual.  Why 
not  treat  him  as  such?  The  nature 
of  his  illness  is  explained  to  him 
in  a  frank,  man-to-man  fashion. 
He  is  blind,  not  because  of  any 
disease  process  in  his  visual  ap- 
paratus, but  because  of  a  func- 
tional hysteria.  Somewhere  in  his 
brain,  a  short  circuit  has  occurred 
so  that  normal  impulses  arising  in 
his  eyes  are  sidetracked.  There  is 
only  one  way  in  which  this  can  be 
remedied.  By  some  means  all 
m.ental  and  sensory  impulses 
must  be  stopped  for  a  period  of 
time.  The  best  way  to  do  this  is 
by  deep  ether  anesthesia.  Sleep 
alone  is  not  sufficient,  for  during 
sleep  a  person  dreams,  moves 
about  and  can  feel.  Once  his  men- 
tal processes  have  been  completely 
stopped,  however,  it  only  remains 
to  start  them  again,  slowly  and 
along  the  proper  paths. 

In  none  of  this  talk  does  the 
doctor  himself  believe.  At  best  it 
is  a  clumsy  explanation  of  a  com- 
plicated and  exceedingly  vague 
state  of  affairs.  There  must  be  no 
inkling  of  this,  however,  as  far  as 
the  patient  is  concerned.  Mr. 
Waite  must  be  absolutely  con- 
vinced of  his  doctor's  knowledge 
of  the  cure's  success.  In  this  there 
need  be  no  dissembling.  The  doc- 
tor knows  he  can  be  successful. 

With  considerable  enthusiasm, 
Mr.  Waite  submits  himself  to  the 
ether  mask  and  quietly  goes  to 
sleep.  Both  eyes  are  firmly  and 
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heavily  bandaged,  and  the  patient 
is  returned  to  his  room  where  he  is 
allowed  to  awaken  gradually. 

It  is  not  until  next  day  that  the 
doctor  visits  him.  The  room  has 
been  made  cheery  and  bright. 
There  are  one  or  two  nurses  pres- 
ent to  whom  the  doctor  talks  as 
his  dressing  tray  is  prepared.  His 
manner  is  confident  and  assured. 
He  tells  Mr.  Waite  that  the  band- 
ages will  be  removed  and  that  he 
should  keep  his  eyes  closed  until 
told  to  open  them.  There  is  no 
exhortation  to  see;  no  plea  to  the 
emotions;  only  a  calm  assurance 
as  the  bandages  are  taken  away. 
Then,  holding  a  watch  before 
him,  the  doctor  asks: 

''What  time  is  it,  Mr.  Waite?" 

"Eight-thirty,  Doctor." 

"Right!" 

That  is  all.  No  surprise,  no  un- 
usual manifestations  of  joy.  After 
all,  there  has  been  no  reason  for 
surprise,  only  a  firm  belief  in  the 
treatment.  Again  faith  has  re- 
stored a  human  being  to  a  normal 
life. 


What  happens  to  these  people 
after  their  sight  has  been  restored? 
Do  they  resume  an  entirely  nor- 
mal existence  or  are  they  always 
handicapped  by  the  fear  of  re- 
curring blindness?  In  many  in- 
stances no  further  trouble  is  ex- 
perienced. Some  have  return  of 
blindness  of  varying  degree  but 
are  nearly  always  more  readily 
cured  of  the  second  attack.  More 
difficult  to  treat,  but  by  no  means 
incurable,  are  the  not  uncommon 
cases  of  this  type  of  blindness  in 
children,  particularly  in  young 
girls  lo  or  12  years  of  age. 

It  is  a  curious  thing  that  in  the 
majority  of  instances  these  func- 
tionally blind  people  are  seldom 
very  grateful  for  the  restoration 
of  their  sight.  In  most  cases  their 
manner  and  attitude  is  matter-of- 
fact  and  blase.  It  apparently 
means  little  to  them  that  their 
whole  way  of  life  has  been  changed 
by  what  would  undoubtedly  be 
hailed  as  a  miracle  were  it  per- 
formed in  a  more  spectacular 
manner. 


Fifth  Avenue,  the  New  York  department  store  which  last  year 
gave  impetus  to  the  growing  ski  craze  by  installing  an  indoor  slide 
(with  borax  for  snow)  and  teaching  incipient  enthusiasts,  is  now  spon- 
soring a  "Snow  Boat"  cruise  to  Switzerland.  (Minimum  rate,  $695.) 
There  will  be  skiing  all  the  way  across  the  Atlantic,  thanks  to  a  ski  slide 
constructed  on  the  deck  of  the  ship.  Two  instructors  will  give  lessons  and 
daily  exercises  in  limbering  up  muscles.  The  cruise,  lasting  for  five  weeks, 
will  include  18  days  of  winter  sport  at  St.  Moritz,  as  well  as  a  two-duy 
stop  at  Paris. 
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